Aromatase activity in human ovarian cancer.
Eighty-four tumor samples from 70 women with primary ovarian cancer were assayed for cytosol estrogen (ERc) and progestin (PRc) receptor concentrations and aromatase activity. In addition, 22 of the tumors were studied for their response to the aromatase inhibitor, 4-OH-androstenedione, in a soft agar clonogenic cell assay system. Although aromatase activity was detected in almost all of the primary tumors, this enzyme was barely detectable in the majority of metastatic tumor samples. There was no significant correlation between aromatase activity and either the ERc or PRc content of the tumors, or tumor grade. Of 12 tumors grown successfully in the soft agar culture system, only 1 showed a substantial (greater than 50%) reduction in colony-forming efficiency after exposure to the aromatase inhibitor. These results suggest that local estrogen biosynthesis probably does not play an important role in the majority of epithelial ovarian tumors. However, there may be a small subset of estrogen receptor-positive tumors in which aromatase could provide a local growth stimulus.